surprisingly, the lion is generally rare in the visual arts of sub-Saharan Africa.2 The principal exceptions are found among the Akan and to a lesser extent among the Fon of southern Benin (formerly Dahomey) where a lion is the primary emblem of King Glele (reigned 1858-89).3 For a full appreciation of its history and meaning in Akan art, the lion must be considered in relation to its zoological cousin the leopard. Akan perceptions of the two great cats reveal significant formal and symbolic differences as well as several similarities.
Both the lion and the leopard in Akan art are potent images of leadership and are particularly common in the regalia of chiefs and court functionaries, where they evoke qualities of strength, courage, wisdom, and regal beauty. Aside from these general attributes, the large majority of feline images represent very specific messages. As is typical of most Akan iconography, the meaning of a given motif is conventionally expressed in a proverb or traditional saying represented as a young child (as rare in Akan art as in African art as a whole).
It is significant, however, that the Akan say the child does not know the lion, because the Twi-speakers as a people generally do not know the lion. The Western world's "king of beasts," principally a grassland predator, was rare in the heavily forested ecosystem of most Akan states.'0 Indeed, Ivor Wilks noted that the principal Twi word for "lion," gyata, is a loan word from the Mande, a large series of language-related ethnic groups living in the savanna regions northwest of the Akan, an area generally well suited for lions." On the other hand, the leopard thrives in the forest environment of the Akan, where its inclination to sleep and eat in trees has been widely documented by zoologists. 12 Accordingly, the most common Twi word for "leopard," osebo, is apparently specific to the Akan.13 Environmental and linguistic data make it understandable why the leopard plays a much more prominent role than the lion in Akan oral literature. Although Wilks noted that the lion was a praise name among the Mande and suggested that gyata was first borrowed by the Akan in this usage,14 the lion is rare among Akan praise names.15 Akan chiefs are more frequently celebrated with leopard, elephant, and porcupine metaphors. For example, Robert S. Rattray, the leading scholar of Asante culture, recorded the following drum language praising a chief at a
Brong festival in Ejura:
The hero holds a gun and a sword to fight. Make yourself to arise. The leopard is in the thicket. The thicket shakes like anything. Leopard, walk softly, softly. O King, walk softly, softly.'6
The leopard is seen as the "king of the forest" by the Akan. The preamble to a traditional Asante prayer addresses the powers of the world and includes the phrase "Leopard that possesses the forest." 7 In questions of land tenure a common saying is "The leopard [i.e., the chief] owns the land."'8 The lion is rare in such contexts. Similarly, in a compendium of 3,600 proverbs published by Johann Christaller in 1879, leopard maxims outnumber those about lions by four to one.19 Finally, of the seventy-five folktales recorded by Rattray, the leopard is a major character in at least twelve and the lion in none.20 Evidence from oral literature reflects pre-twentieth-century Akan perceptions and consistently indicates the leopard as of traditionally greater importance to the Akan than the lion.
A similar situation occurs in the use of actual parts of the two felines. Their skins, teeth, and claws are not generally important-as they are in some areas of Africa-in the personal adornment of Akan chiefs with the exception of select royal crowns. On the other hand, the skins of the felines are found on other regalia of chiefs and court officials. As one might imagine, the greater prevalence of the leopard in the forest is reflected in the widespread use of its skin as a surface covering on regalia. The arbitrary nature of these traits makes it unlikely that they were invented independently by the Akan who, on the other hand, certainly had ample opportunity to observe European armorial compositions. One final category of lion images assimilated into Akan culture is found in the numerous pieces of European brass used as goldweights. Called "pseudo weights" by contemporary scholars, these enormously varied "found objects" were a convenient medium for the transmission of foreign imagery. Among other things they include bits and pieces from clocks, furniture mounts, musket fittings, wall brackets and sconces, door knockers, spigots, and trivets, as well as intact snuff boxes, buttons, belt buckles, and coins.55 A common object in this array is a British-made pressed-brass lion face originally used as a button or anchor for a whistle chain on military uniforms of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Figure 11 ). In the same illustration is a European lion statant guardant from an unidentified source also used as a goldweight by the Akan.56
This is perhaps the single most common motif in all of
This inventory of European-produced lion images, drawn from a variety of media and from different times and places, cannot be considered comprehensive, but it does demonstrate the wealth of visual models available to the Akan. The earliest documented Akan-made heraldic image is found on an Asante adinkra cloth (a textile usually used in mourning) collected before 1826 (Figure 12 ). In the center of the fabric is a loose interpretation of the Dutch royal arms (cf. Figure 9 ) with its two lion supporters and with a third lion charged on the shield. It is unclear whether the design was portrayed at the instigation of the Dutch or was an unprompted depiction by the Akan. In either case, since adinkra was traditionally made by the Asante in only a few villages north of Kumasi, over one hundred miles from the coast, the textile provides strong evidence that heraldic models were available for reproduction in the interior near the beginning of the nineteenth century.57
While 
